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Abstract 
The increased incidence of postpartum depression has had significant effects on 
children’s social development.  The purpose of this systematic review is to bring attention to the 
growing problem in such a vulnerable population.  In addition, it was designed to shed light on 
the lack of research in this area of healthcare.  The methods used to conduct the study include 
various peer reviewed, scholarly and evidenced based articles from databases such as Academic 
Search Complete, PsycNet, and Pubmed.  Each article has been critically evaluated based on the 
following guidelines: a population group of children under the age of four, specifically maternal 
postpartum depression rather than paternal, and studies focused on childhood social 
development.   
The general consensus of the twenty articles conclude that maternal postpartum 
depression disrupts the social development of children.  Specifically, decreased levels of 
attachment have been a common trend along with a developmental delay of communication. 
Based on the evidence collected during the systematic review future evidence-based practice 
should involve more rigorous screening of the mother child dyad in relation to promotion of 
mental health.  How are children internationally, from birth to four years old, impacted by 
postpartum depression in relation to social development?  
Keywords: ​postpartum depression, development, social development, cognitive development, 
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The Effects of Postpartum Depression on Children’s Social Development: 
 A Systematic Review 
As the population number is on the rise, more people are having children and 
experiencing the stressors of raising a child in today’s society.  The World Health Organization 
(WHO) conducted a study projecting urban population to increase from 54% to 60% in 2030.  As 
a result, the rates of postpartum depression are also increasing.  The WHO states that worldwide 
postpartum depression impacts 26% of all women after giving birth, in developing countries this 
is even higher at 35.4%.  According to the article, ​Perinatal Depression and Infant Mental 
Health ​, author Janice Goodman states that postpartum depression is defined as maternal major 
and minor depression during the first year of postpartum.  It is a common occurrence in child 
bearing women affecting up to 20% of perinatal women in the general US population (Goodman, 
2019). 
 In nursing care today, the majority of concern focuses on the inpatient setting rather than 
the outpatient well-being.  Once a patient is discharged, the lack of attention to the mother and 
baby’s mental health is significant.  With the demographic increasing, those affected by 
postpartum depression can have consequences not only affecting the mother.  With this being 
said, the impacts include it is associated with increased risk or wide ranging adverse child 
development effects that can affect infants in early childhood mental health (Goodman, 2019).   
How does this previously mentioned depression affect the offspring of the mother 
experiencing it?  Rather than researching how this impacts the mother, which has already heavily 
researched, these nursing students looked further into how this impacts the child's social 
development.  The purpose of this systematic review is to provide insight into children who are 
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affected and may not know it.  Overall, the significant question is how are children 
internationally, from birth to four years old, impacted by postpartum depression in relation to 
social development?  
Methods 
The methods of research are peer reviewed, scholarly articles from multiple 
evidence-based databases.  The limitations of research include studies completed with a 
population group of children under the age of four.  Originally the systematic review was 
planned to be based upon studies done only in the United States, but with further research the 
systematic review was opened up to studies world-wide due to lack of information. 
Additionally, the study was also expanded to include studies done over the last ten years, rather 
than five years.  The plan is to focus on the child's social development.  Therefore, our 
exclusions include: studies on Freud’s developmental theories in child development, and studies 
completed on children older than the age of four.   
The articles used for this systematic review were vetted thoroughly in looking at 
relevance to the PICOT question and whether or not they met the limitation set by the nursing 
students.  The nursing students took this action in order to have the best research articles to 
accurately represent the topic.  Featured is a table of evidence in the appendix of this paper, this 
table organizes all of the research found in a mannerly way.  Throughout the project, the table of 
evidence was used to summarize the articles found and utilized for the systematic review.  The 
table of evidence consists of twenty primary research studies.  The nursing students ensured all 
articles were peer reviewed and evidence based.   
EFFECTS OF POSTPARTUM DEPRESSION ON CHILDREN                                                 5 
PsychNet, Medline and EBSCO host were three of the databases used in searching for 
scholarly articles.  The keywords used were “postpartum depression,” “child,” “social” and 
“development.”  These terms were manipulated with the Boolean phrases of “AND.”  There 
were not very many articles that fit all of the requirements, so in selecting research articles each 
article was critically evaluated based on time the study was performed (i.e. ten years), peer 
reviewed, and location of study.  With further research these nursing students found that there 
were not very many studies conducted in the United States alone, so they were advised to open 
up the search to all studies done internationally.  With the removal of this restriction in the search 
there were more options to choose scholarly, peer reviewed and evidence-based practice articles 
from.  These nursing students identify the potential bias, and when performing this systematic 
review both sides of the controversy will be addressed.   
Review of the Literature 
The majority of the research found for this systematic review showed consistent findings 
that maternal postpartum depression may lead to compromise of the infants behavioral and 
emotional responses.  These responses include things such as overreacting, negative mindset, 
inappropriate behavior, and the inability to regulate their emotions.  All of these factors may 
indicate inadequate communication skills, due to the mother’s postpartum depression.   
 Interventions conducted to further identify this phenomenon include measuring cortisol 
levels in saliva, conducting cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT), and direct observation of child 
behavior.  Additionally, the Strange Situation Procedure (SSP), was also conducted which 
involved putting a child in a room with an unfamiliar host.   
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The majority of the studies analyzed were longitudinal for the purpose of seeing child 
developmental trends over time.  With this being established, our findings may be hindered due 
to inconsistent participation, and self reported symptoms.  Studies analyzed were pulled 
internationally to broaden our research, therefore the settings for these studies involve many 
dependable associations from across the world.   Sample sizes range from 30 to 3,000 
mother-child dyads.   
Measures  
A majority of the studies used tools such as the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of 
Mental Disorders 5 (DSM-5), Edinburough Postnatal Depression Scale (EPDS), and the Beck 
Depression Inventory (BDI) to confirm that the mothers were in fact suffering from postpartum 
depression.  The children were widely assessed with the Ages and Stages Questionnaire (ASQ); 
this questionnaire analyzed developmental delays throughout early childhood.  The main gap of 
knowledge identified through the studies involve cultural variations stemming from a 
world-wide variation in studies, which led to stereotypes against postpartum depression. 
Behavioral and Social Changes in Offspring 
All the studies that were conducted found that postpartum depression was associated with 
the following; compromised behavioral and emotional developmental outcomes in the children 
up to four years old, poor behavior and emotional negativity, children’s difficulties in expressing 
verbal emotions, increased incidence of child depression and anxiety, and a child’s 
developmental delay in communication.  Several of these factors were evaluated in the article, 
“Maternal Depression and Anxiety, Social Synchrony, and Infant Regulation of Negative and 
Positive Emotions,” by videotaping mother-infant interactions before and after a stranger was 
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introduced into the room.  Findings of this study showed that a child who was exposed to a 
stranger had the same reaction to their mother who was diagnosed with postpartum depression. 
Therefore, one can conclude the harboring effects this diagnosis has on the mother-child dyad 
(Feldman et al., 2017).  
Erikson’s Stages of Psychosocial Development 
Erikson’s stages of social development are as follows: Trust versus mistrust, autonomy 
versus shame and doubt, initiative versus guilt, industry versus inferiority, identity versus 
confusion, intimacy versus isolation, generativity versus stagnation and integrity versus despair​. 
The age range for children in this systematic review is ages birth to four years old, meaning that 
the only Erikson’s stages that apply are trust versus mistrust, autonomy versus shame and doubt, 
both of which normally end at the age of three years old.  Erikson believed that the role of the 
caregiver/parent is essential in a child moving through all of these phases successfully. 
Trust versus mistrust is the first stage from birth to around 18 months old, the 
responsiveness and the sensitivity of caregivers during this time is a primary director in 
developing trust according to “A Review of Measures of Erikson’s Stages of Psychosocial 
Development: Evidence for a General Factor” (2017).  With the development of postpartum 
depression and a possible decrease in sensitivity and responsiveness to the child, the child is not 
able to fully develop a sense of trust to its caregivers and others.  Without the development of 
this trust the child will not be able to develop a basic sense of psychosocial strength of hope. 
The second stage in Erikson’s developmental stages is autonomy versus shame and 
doubt, this stage is from about 18 months of age to three years of age.  Erikson believed that if 
caregivers provided opportunities for their children to explore the world around them a sense of 
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autonomy develops (Dunkel & Harbke, 2017).  In the development of postpartum depression 
these mothers and caregivers may not be as motivated to allow their children to get out into the 
world around them, leading to a loss in the strength of willpower and self-control.  This lack of 
willpower and self-control may be indicative of the behavioral changes seen in many children 
who have mothers diagnosed with postpartum depression.  
Inconsistent Findings: Maternal Anxiety  
Some inconsistencies found were several studies that focused on maternal anxiety.  These 
studies indicated that maternal anxiety can have some of the same impacts on the new infant, this 
is an inconsistency due to the fact that the maternal anxiety and depression are grouped together. 
Maternal anxiety and depression stem from very different backgrounds, and this difference may 
lead to the same symptoms, but for very different reasons. 
Critical Appraisal of Evidence 
Limitations of Findings 
Throughout the process of research, there were several limitations found across the 
studies.  These limitations include factors such as the inclusion of the father in the report of 
depressive symptoms, this is an issue because this systematic review is focused on primarily the 
mother figure.  Some studies did not consider single parents or any other living situation in that 
there were not two parents living in the home.  Other limitations identified include self-reported 
data, which could be swayed, and several mothers who were diagnosed with major depressive 
disorder before becoming pregnant.   
The biggest limitation found was the cultural differences in defining what postpartum 
depression is and how a mother should act after delivering her baby.  There are many different 
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cultures and expectations for new mothers and the reporting of postpartum depression may be 
implemented differently across these cultures.  On top of these differences many mothers may 
encounter a stigma associated with postpartum depression.  This prevalent stigma may 
discourage mothers to report their symptoms, leading to fewer diagnoses.  The main gap of 
knowledge identified through the studies involve cultural variations stemming from a 
world-wide variation in studies, which led to stereotypes against postpartum depression.   
The students were challenged to find recent studies conducted within five years. There 
were not enough studies within the five-year mark for the students to use on the research project. 
The topic, the effects of postpartum depression on children, has not been widely studied.  Due to 
this, the students had to broaden the studies to ten years.   
Validity and Reliability of Methods 
 The methods used to conduct the study include various peer reviewed, scholarly and 
evidenced based articles.  Each article has been critically evaluated based on the following 
guidelines: a population group of children under the age of four, specifically maternal 
postpartum depression rather than paternal, and studies focused on social development.   
Synthesis of Evidence 
In this systematic review, the evidence was critically appraised to determine the current 
healthcare practices and interventions.  In the current status of healthcare practices and 
interventions, care is not as centered on maternal mental health and the impacts that may have on 
offspring in the long-term.  The current practice may involve a check-up on a mother's mental 
health by questionnaire during pregnancy and at admission.  If the mother reveals risk of 
postpartum depression the infants are screened with the Ages and Stages Questionnaire, 
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throughout the developmental stages of their lifespan.  The results of the literature review all 
indicated that maternal postpartum depression had negative impacts on offspring.  These impacts 
included things such as overreacting, negative mindset, inappropriate behavior, and the inability 
to regulate their emotions.  Due to the consistency of these findings, studies show that there is a 
link between postpartum depression and social development of offspring.  
Recommendations 
With these findings, the nursing students recommend that new mothers should be 
screened for postpartum depression more frequently at follow up visits for the children, and 
postpartum visits.   The current clinical care associated with new mothers is acute, focused on the 
discharge of both mother and baby safely.  The nursing students recommend that in discharge 
planning long-term mental health support and resources should be provided to the family.  This 
may include reassessing the mother during pediatric follow up appointments, at which the child 
would also be assessed with a standardized screening tool for atypical behavioral and social 
development.  The nursing students suggest that discharge planning should also include 
providing information about support groups and adjusting the stigma associated with postpartum 
depression.  
Conclusion 
Throughout the study conducted, these nursing students identified the effects of 
postpartum depression on a child’s social development.  Points identified in the paper included 
methods of finding, review of literature, measures used, consistent findings, inconsistent 
findings, critical appraisal of evidence, limitation of findings, validity and reliability of the 
methods, synthesis of evidence, and recommendations.  In doing so, it was concluded that 
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maternal postpartum depression can lead to negative effects on the offspring.  In completing this 
systematic review, it is hoped that more attention will be given to children who may be 
negatively affected by postpartum depression.  Identifying this issue early on or in general may 
lead to earlier treatment and better outcomes.  In addition, these nursing students will serve as 
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the lower emotional 
labeling performance 
indicates specific 
difficulties in verbal 




The data collected 
for this study was 
longitudinal, the 
data was collected 
between 2004 and 
2011. The 
standards for the 
DSM-V may have 
changed since 
then.  
The control group 
contained more 
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an impact on 
the 
development 

































tool was used to 
screen the 









postpartum, and in 
early childhood each 
predicted lower child 
developmental 
milestone scores. 
These findings verify 
previous other 









The sample size 
was very big and a 
large percentage 
of this study 
dropped out before 
reaching the final 
point of screening 
the child for 
adverse effects.  
The mother 
featured in this 








smoking during or 




















To test the long 
term effects of 
postpartum 
depression and 










































Conclusions:   
The study found that 
children exposed to 
post partum 
depression in 
mothers had lower 
levels of 
development. A 
mothers care to their 
child was mediated 
by the child’s 
disorder and the 












































across the first 






































Sample size was 
not large enough 
to separate 
children and 
should use larger 
sampling sizes in 
the future.  
Married couples. 
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D., … Watson, W. 
(2012). Postpartum 
depression is a 
family affair: 
Addressing the 
impact on mothers, 
fathers, and 

























point to a 
re-conceptualiz
ation of PPD as 

























over the past 7 
days. If they 
score between 
a 9 or 12, they 















Scale (EPDS) is 





over the past 
seven days, and 
is the only 
screening tool 
normed for the 
identifica- tion 
of PPD in both 
mothers and 
fathers. A score 
greater than six 
on the EPDS is 
suggestive of 
symptoms of 
PPD in fathers. 


















children of depressed 
parents are two to 
five times above 
normal rates. Two 
studies showed that 










18-month old infants 
of mothers who had 
PPD. Infants with 
mothers who have 
PPD also showed 
reduced affective 
sharing, sociability 
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The third was 














revealed that PPD 
had negative 
associations on both 
ASQ:SE and P-CDI 
scores. And that 
these negative 
relationships were 
mediated by the 
mothers' feelings of 
attachment to their 
infants. Maternal 
PPD leads to poorer 
maternal feelings of 
attachment to the 
child, and poor 
maternal feelings of 
attachment in turn 










limitations to the 
current study 
A limitation of the 
instruments used 
A limitation of the 
use of self-report 
questionnaires 
presents a further 
limitation as there 
is a risk that 
participants may 
answer in ways 
that they feel are 
more socially 
desirable or that 
participants lack 





have a distorting 
effect on maternal 
reports about their 
infants, resulting 
in a more negative 
assessment than 
might be arrived at 
by someone else 
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mothers and the 
children. 
DSM-V was 




selection of the 
candidate for 







only if the mother 















magnify or buffer the 
effect sod 
postpartum 









were taken place 
in a research lab 
setting which 
might have 
impacted a child's 
reaction to a 
stranger in the first 
place. The change 
in environment 
may have 
increased the want 
for maternal 
attachment 
This study took 
place outside of 
the United States 





EFFECTS OF POSTPARTUM DEPRESSION ON CHILDREN 
32 






























the infant, this 
early period of 





























































Infants with mothers 
diagnosed with 
MDD, scored the 
lowest on infant 
developmental 
outcomes at 9 
months of age. They 




behaviors and more 
cortisol in stress 
reactivity situations.  
Infants of mothers 
with anxiety were 
shown to have 
similar reactions as 
children with 
mothers with MDD, 
but these children 
did not match the 




This study took 
place out of the 
United States, and 
the stigma 
surrounding 
mental illness may 
differ in Israel. 
All of the 
observations and 
experiments were 
conducted in the 
home of the infant, 
and this may 
impact the infants 
reactions.   
Many of the 
mother were 
already diagnosed 
with MDD before 
the study so this 
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hopes to see a 
decrease in 
mother and 
baby from the 
negative effects 
of depression.  
Research 
Question: 





lower the risks 
of negative 
outcomes for 


























A variety of 
interventions 
have revealed 


















































consequences on the 









increased health care 
use, and may place 
the child at increased 
risk for future 
anxiety and 
depression. A 
growing body of 
research shows that 
fathers are also at 
increased risk of 
perinatal depression, 
which can magnify 
the adverse effects 
on an infant’s 
social-emotional 
development. 
 It also revealed that 
the absence of 
reciprocal 






The article did not 
go into detail on 
the specific 
sample size used.  








and withdrawal. This 
basic understanding 
of early emotional 
states combined with 
attachment research 
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problems in the child 




at 8 weeks 
postpartum and two 
years postpartum.  
Both pre and 
postnatal depression 
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of the United 
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in how acceptable 
postpartum 
and other maternal 
depressions are. 
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There has not 
































The first stage is 
trust versus mistrust. 
The responsiveness 
and sensitivity of 
caretakers are the 
primary director of 
the development of 
trust. Through 
responsive 
caretaking, a basic 
sense of trust is 
instilled in a child. It 
is through this basic 
sense of trust that the 
psychosocial 
strength of hope is 
gained.The second 
stage is autonomy 
versus shame and 
doubt. The 
importance of 
caregivers is seen in 
this stage as well. 




opportunities for a 
child to explore their 
world, a sense of 
autonomy develops. 
The psychosocial 
strength that can be 






This article was 
used to help define 
a child’s normal 
developmental 
stages. In order to 
compare these 
stages with the 
abnormal 
developmental 
stages in a child’s 
life when their 
mother suffers 
from postpartum 
depression.  
